The more you look, the more complex it gets
The more you look, the simpler it gets
ECOLOGY PHYSICS
The Earth system is rife with feedback, nonlinear synergies, thresholds, and irreversibilities that confound our intuition
• There is, in ESS [Earth System Science] a growing infatuation with ever more complex models. It's gotten to the point where some models look as inscrutable as nature itself.
• A "Fermi approach" based on models that capture the essence of the problem, but not all the details, might get us farther. We need to develop simple, mechanistic models.
• This Fermi approach to ESS will only be effective, of course, if decision makers can be weaned from their awe of computer-simulated complexity.
Particularity and contingency, which characterize the ecological sciences, and generality and simplicity, which characterize the physical sciences, are miscible, and indeed necessary, ingredients in the quest to understand humankind's home in the universe.
The two rules of good modeling
• Clearly define the question to be answered with the model • Make the model no more complex than necessary to answer the question
